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The Malaysian government has implemented various administrative measures to upgrade and enhance 
efficiency and effectiveness of the public sector in providing quality service to its citizenry. Citizens are 
demanding more value for their money, better and fast service.  A service delivery system that emphasizes 
on efficiency and quality is one of the most important determinants contributing to satisfaction with the 
services provided by the public sector in Malaysia. This study examined the relationship between service 
quality and customer satisfaction in the public sector in Malaysia. The study was conducted in a 
government department in the northern state of Malaysia. Questionnaire was administered to 40 
respondents who are registered as external customers of the department. The Pearson correlation was used 
to measure the significance of the relationship between service quality and customer satisfaction. The 
findings show that responsiveness was rated as the most dominant dimension of service quality followed by 
courtesy, reliability, access, tangibles, and security. The dimension of credibility, communication, 
understanding/knowing the customer, and competence has non-significant relationship with customer 
satisfaction. This study concludes that these service quality dimensions should never be taken for granted 
in an effort to ensure customer satisfaction with the services provided by the public sector in Malaysia. 
 




Providing quality services is important for the survival of businesses (Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry, 
1985, 1988). The key to ensuring good service quality is meeting or exceeding what customers expect from 
the service (Zeithaml et al. 1990). Failure to provide good quality service is not only costly for the 
customer but also for the service provider as both has to “repair” the poor service (Kasper, Helsdingean & 
Vries, 1999). However, unlike products or goods, service quality is “an elusive and indistinct construct” 
because it is intangible, heterogeneous, and inseparable from production and consumption (Parasuraman et 
al., 1985, p.41; 1988). Services cannot be counted, measured, inventoried, tested, and verified. And because 
of its unique features, service quality are difficult to evaluate and has to rely on perceptions of service 
quality based on the experience of the service and also  the evaluations of the process of service delivery. 
 
Hence, this paper examined the relationship between the service quality dimensions (tangibles, reliability, 
responsiveness, competence, courtesy, credibility, security, access, communication, and understanding/ 
knowing the customer) and customer satisfaction. This paper also determines which service quality 




Service quality in the public sector   
 
There has been considerable and increasing emphasis on public service organizations to be more customer-
oriented (Poister & Henry, 1994; Shin & Elliott, 2001). In Malaysia, service quality has become a major 
concern and customer satisfaction has become an extensive phenomenon in the public sector (Hamid, 1993; 
1996). As such the drive for the provision of quality services is prevalent across the public sector. Major 
reforms have been introduced in various spheres of administration, and an extensive program of training 
and bureaucratic reorientation has been undertaken.  
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Of late, the Malaysian government is facing increasing demands from its citizens, demanding better and 
fast service. They do not want to queue up in a long line and wait for hours at government offices queuing 
or waiting to be served. There were lots of complaints on the public service. Prominent national 
newspapers (e.g. “Tardiness in carrying out duties the main complaint”, The Star, March 26, 2007; “Red 
tape causing hardship”, New Straits Times, March 13, 2007; “Young, Arrogant and insensitive”, The 
Borneo Post, April 18, 2006) were focusing on the bad state of many areas of services by publishing cover 
stories and columns by respected journalists. The issues highlighted and complaints from publics include 
delays in taking action or non-action, unfair actions, failure or lack of enforcement of existing rules and 
regulations, not conducive environment while waiting for the services to be provided, poor quality of 
services (counter and telephone), lack of courtesy and rude staff, weak leadership, lack of integrity, 
inefficient management system, poor work culture and attitudes, unskilled or untrained staff, not well 
rewarded staff, and not conducive workplace and environment (Bakar, 2007). As such, the public service 
has to be more customer focus and must be able to meet the diverse needs of the citizenry. Consistent with 
the demand of the citizenry for quality service, the Malaysian government has implemented various 
administrative reforms to upgrade and enhance efficiency and effectiveness of the public sector. One such 
initiative was the commissioning of a special taskforce by the government, known by the acronym 
“PEMUDAH” (taken from the taskforce’s Malay name ‘Pasukan Petugas Khas Pemudahcara Perniagaan’) 




Parasuraman et al. (1985, 1994) defined service quality as the degree of discrepancy between customers’ 
expectations for the service and their perceptions of the service performance. In other words, service 
quality is a form of attitude, related but not equivalent to satisfaction that results from the comparison of 
expectations with performance (Bolton & Drew, 1991; Parasuraman et al., 1988). As such the key to 
ensuring good service quality is meeting or exceeding what customers expect from the service (Zeithaml et 
al. 1990).  
 
One of the most popular measures of service quality is the Service Quality (SERVQUAL) instrument 
(Schneider & White, 2004) developed by Parasuraman et al. (1985). Parasuraman et al. (1985) developed 
the 10 dimensions of service quality - tangibles; reliability; responsiveness; communication; credibility; 
security; competence; courtesy; understanding/knowing the customer, and access as the basis for their 
service quality measurement instrument, SERVQUAL. Parasuraman et al. (1988) later refined 
SERVQUAL and uses the 22-items scale to measure the gaps between customer expectations and customer 
perceptions to measure the five service quality dimensions – tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, 
assurance, and empathy. According to the author, the SERVQUAL instrument is a concise multiple-scale 
item scale with good reliability that can be used to measure service expectations and perceptions of 
customers and improve service quality (Parasuraman et al., 1988). They further claimed that the 
SERVQUAL instrument is applicable across a broad spectrum of services (Parasuraman et al., 1988, 1991) 
and can be adapted to suit specific research needs of a particular organization (Parasuraman et al. 1988, 
1991). They reported further that, regardless of the service being studied, reliability was the most important 
dimension, followed by responsiveness, assurance and empathy. In short, the SERVQUAL instrument is a 




Customer satisfaction means delighting our customers by exceeding their needs and expectations 
(McNealy, 1994). Schiffman and Kanuk (2007) defined customer satisfaction as the individual’s perception 
of the performance of the product or service in relation to his or her expectations. Satisfaction is person’s 
feeling of pleasure or disappointment resulting from comparing a product’s or service in relation to his or 
her expectations (Bahia et al., 2000; Kotler, Swee, Siew & Chin, 2003; Spreng et al., 1996). Oliver (1980) 
posits customer satisfaction as a function of expectation and expectancy disconfirmation. This mean, if the 
performance falls short of expectations, the customer is dissatisfied and if the performance exceeds 
expectations, the customer is satisfied. Gronroos (1990) posited that customer satisfaction is built on a 
combination of technical quality aspects (transaction satisfaction) and functional quality aspects 
(relationship satisfaction). Kasper, Helsdingen and Vries (1999) posit that satisfaction judgment is based on 
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service quality. Parasuraman et al. (1994) posit that customer satisfaction is a transaction-specific 
assessment. Customer satisfaction is either an overall judgment of satisfaction or an attribute-specific 
definition (Cronin & Taylor, 1992. These attributes capture the important issues about how customers 
judge a product or a service.  
 
Service Quality and Customer Satisfaction 
 
Service quality and customer satisfaction has become a significant and major concern in marketing (Bahia, 
Paulin & Perrien, 2000; Brady & Cronin, 2001; Brown, Churchill & Peter, 1993; Carman, 1990; Cronin & 
Taylor, 1992; Foster & Newman, 1998; Hamer, 2003; Parasuraman et al., 1988; Spreng & Mackoy, 1996; 
Taylor, 1997; Taylor & Baker, 1994; Teas, 1993). This is because the key to sustainable competitive 
advantage lies in the ability to deliver high service quality that will result in customers’ satisfaction 
(Kaynama & Black, 2000; Rust & Zahorik, 1993) and the general health of the business firm (Fornell, 
1992). Achieving customer satisfaction has always been the aim of marketers (Forier, 1981).  
 
Service quality and customer satisfaction are two distinct constructs (Chen & Ting, 2002; Spreng & 
Mackoy, 1996). The two constructs are independent but are closely related (Sureshchandar, Rajendran & 
Anantharaman, 2002). Many authors (Cronin & Taylor, 1992; Parasuraman et al. 1988) suggest that the 
higher level of perceived quality would lead to a greater customer satisfaction. Recent literatures have 
shown significant evidence on the direct and positive relationships between service quality and customer 
satisfaction (e.g. Andreassen & Lindestad, 1998; Iglesias & Guillen, 2004; Sureshchandar et al., 2002). 
Besides showing the direct relationship between service quality and customer satisfaction, studies have also 
shown that certain service quality dimensions have significant influence over the others.  
 
A study by Najjar and Bishu (2006) shows that the dimension of reliability and responsiveness are the two 
most critical dimensions of service quality that are directly related to overall service quality. In the context 
of a service factory, the dominant dimensions of service quality were found to be tangibles, recovery, 
responsiveness, and knowledge (Olorunniwo, Hsu & Udo, 2006). In the context of mass services, 
responsiveness, tangibility, reliability, knowledge, and accessibility dimensions contribute significantly to 
service quality (Olorunniwo & Hsu, 2006). In facilities management, the dimensions of tangibles, 
reliability, responsiveness, and other identified service quality variables are treated as transaction cost 
reducers (Brochner, 2000). In the context of local government, the four top quality priorities as perceived 
by the authorities are: reliability of service, ability to put things right, competence of staff, and courtesy of 
staff while the perceived gaps which require attention are: image of service, availability of service, initial 
response time, communications with customers, and conformance to contract specifications (Davison & 
Grieves, 1996). Foster and Newman (1998) in a study of a local authority town planning service using 
SERVQUAL found that competence, responsiveness, and communicativeness appear more important. 
 
In the context of Malaysia, few studies were conducted on service quality and customer satisfaction. One 
notable study has been conducted by Agus et al. (2007) who did an exploratory study of service quality in a 
government ministry in Malaysia to obtain a better understanding of the extent to which service quality 
permeates within the Malaysian public service sector by drawing on management and customer perceptions 
of service quality. The finding shows that there is a strong correlation between service quality dimensions, 
service performance and customer satisfaction. In particular, service providers classified as “excellent” 
were rated most favorably in terms of responsiveness, access and credibility. Another notable study on 
Malaysian public service delivery was conducted by Kadir et al. (2000), who carried out a customer 
satisfaction survey in six different ministries. Using the service improvement index (SIC)1, the study shows 
a high priority need for improvement in customer service in order to achieve high performance and provide 
quality service to their respective customers. Another study conducted by Ismail et al. (2006), explores the 
relationship between audit service quality, client satisfaction and loyalty to audit firms in Malaysia using 
the SERVQUAL instrument on the five service quality dimensions (i.e. tangibles, reliability, 
responsiveness, assurance, and empathy). The finding shows that public listed companies were satisfied 
with the tangible dimension but were dissatisfied with the other four dimensions namely, reliability, 
responsiveness, assurance, and empathy. The most dissatisfied dimension was empathy. Customer 
                                                 
1 SIC is the difference between optimum expected performance and perceive expected performance. 
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satisfaction was found to partially mediate the relationship of reliability and customer loyalty. Mohtar 
(2005) studied the relationship between service quality with customer satisfaction and academic 
achievement in private institutions of higher learning in Malaysia. The customer-perceived service quality 
variables investigated were: core service or service product (customer assessments on the content of a 
service, human element of service delivery (customer perceptions on the human element in the service 
delivery), systematization of service delivery (non-human element), tangibles of service or servicescapes 
(customer perceptions on the service facility aspects), and social responsibility (customer perceptions on 
private institutions of higher learning capabilities to lead as a corporate citizen in encouraging ethical 
behavior in everything it does). Mohtar’s (2005) finding is that there is a significant and positive 
relationship among the service quality variables (human element of service delivery, tangibles of service or 
servicescapes, and core service or service product) while core service or service product has a significant 
relationship with academic achievement. 
 
Tahir and Bakar (2007) study the level of service quality of commercial banks in Malaysia. Their results 
indicated that the overall service quality provided by the commercial banks was below customers’ 
expectations and customers were slightly satisfied with the overall service quality of the banks. 





The main objective of the present study is to examine the relationship between the service quality and 
customer satisfaction. The dependent variable is customer satisfaction while the independent variables are 
the ten dimensions of service quality - tangibles; reliability; responsiveness; communication; credibility; 
security; competence; courtesy; understanding/knowing the customer, and access. The relationships 
between the variables are shown in Figure 1. 
 
 
Figure 1: The relationship between the variables of service quality and customer satisfaction Service 
Quality 




The independent variables, that is, the ten dimensions of service quality (tangibles, reliability, 
responsiveness, competence, courtesy, credibility, security, access, communication, and 
understanding/knowing the customer) were adapted from Parasuraman et al. (1985). The dependent 
variable, that is, customer satisfaction is adapted from Agus et al. (2006), Andaleeb and Basu (1994), and 
Taylor (1997). The questionnaire consists of 50 items. The questionnaire adopts closed-ended items based 
on a four-point Likert scale which had the options, ranked 1 to 4 respectively: “strongly disagree”, 
“disagree”, “agree”, and “strongly agree”. Quality and satisfaction is measured based on the perception of 
the customers. 
 
The population for the present study comprised the registered external customer of a government 
department in the northern state of Malaysia. A sample of 40 external customers was drawn using 
convenience sampling. The units of analysis are individuals. 
 
The survey method was employed in this study. The instrument of measurement for the study was the self-
administered questionnaire. The survey was carried out for a period of about two weeks from January 7, 
2008 until January 20, 2008. The researcher personally distributed the questionnaires. The questionnaires 
were distributed when they were leaving the service counter.  The researcher waited for the respondent to 
complete the questionnaires. In cases where it was not possible for the customers to complete the 
questionnaire at the very instant, the researcher comes to collect them the following day. 
 
To test the reliability, internal consistency, unidimensionality, and validity of the measures, the service 
quality measures were subjected to exploratory and followed by the confirmatory factor analysis using 
Cronbach’s alpha to assess the dimensionality of the measurement scale and to determine the internal 
consistency of the measurement scale. The test results show reliability estimates ranging from 0.72 to 0.92 
and are generally considered sufficient and scales can be regarded as relatively reliable. 
 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) software version 14.00. 
Correlation analysis was conducted to determine the relationship between the ten dimensions of service 
quality and to ascertain the service quality attributes of front line employees that have significant and 
positive influence over others. The test results (Table 2) show that six of the ten dimensions, that is, 
“tangible”, “reliability”, “responsiveness”, “courtesy”, “access”, and “security” have a significant 
relationship with customer satisfaction. There is a non-significant relationship between the dimension of 
“competence”, “credibility”, “communication”, and “understanding/knowing the customer” and customer 
satisfaction. The dimension of “responsiveness” (r = 0.783) correlated with customer satisfaction, followed 
by “courtesy” (r = 0.564), “reliability” (r = 0.543), “access” (r = 0.512), “tangibles” (r = 0.488), and 
“security” (r = 0.462).  
Linear regression was used to examine the direct relationship between service quality and customer 
satisfaction. The linear regression test found that only six of the ten dimensions of service quality, that is 
responsiveness (60.4%), courtesy (30%), reliability (27.6%), Access (24.2%), tangibles (21.8%), and 
security (19.3%) have a positive significant (p = 0.000) influence on customer satisfaction (Table 3). The 
hypotheses were accepted. The dimensions of credibility (-2.5%), communication (2.6%), understanding 
(2.6%), and competence (2.6%) have negative influence on customer satisfaction. The hypotheses were 
rejected. 
 
The findings of this study are different from the previous studies (e.g. Davison & Grieves, 1996; Foster & 
Newman, 1998; Najjar & Bishu, 2006; Olorunniwo, Hsu & Udo, 2006; Olorunniwo & Hsu, 2006). Thus, 
the present study posits that the differences in the findings may be because the previous studies were 
conducted in the private sector as opposed to the present study which was conducted in the public sector. 
The characteristics of employees and work environments in the context of the public sector are different 
from those in the private sector.   
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Table 2: Correlations between service quality dimensions and customer satisfaction 
Service Quality 
Dimensions 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Tangibles 1.00          
Reliability 0.748* 1.00         
Responsiveness 0.599* 0.783* 1.00        
Competence -0.113 -0.037 0.132 1.00       
Courtesy 0.540* 0.604* 0.608* 0.150 1.00      
Credibility -0.070 0.028 0.155 0.942* 0.124 1.00     
Security 0.208 0.382* 0.409* 0.171 0.382* 0.193 1.00    
Access 0.363* 0.362* 0.434* -0.150 0.575* -0.153 0.374* 1.00   




-0.224 -0.171 -0.074 0.663* -0.047 0.634* 0.065 0.010 0.601* 1.00 
Customer 




Note: *   0.05; **   0.01 (all test are two-tailed) 
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Table 3: The hypothesized direct relationship between service quality dimensions and customer satisfaction 




1 Responsiveness 60.4% 0.000*
* 
Accepted 
2 Courtesy 30.0% 0.000*
* 
Accepted 
3 Reliability 27.6% 0.000*
* 
Accepted 
4 Access 24.2% 0.000*
* 
Accepted 
5 Tangibles 21.8% 0.001*
* 
Accepted 
6 Security 19.3% 0.001*
* 
Accepted 
7 Credibility -2.5% 0.419 Rejected 
8 Communication -2.6% 0.438 Rejected 
9 Understanding -2.6% 0.481 Rejected 
10 Competence -2.6% 0.461 Rejected 
Service Quality 69.9% 0.000*
* 
Accepted 
 Note: *   0.05; **   0.01 (all tests are two-tailed) 
 
 
IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
Based on the findings, the objectives of the study have been achieved. The finding of the present study has 
demonstrated that providing quality service would lead to customer satisfaction with a service and that 
some dimensions of service quality predominate over others. In the context of this study, the main sources 
of satisfaction are responsiveness, courtesy, reliability, access, tangibles and security while the main 
sources of dissatisfaction are credibility, communication, understanding/knowing the customer, and 
competence. Responsiveness (r = 60.4) is a crucial determinant of quality, as it is a key component in 
providing satisfaction and the lack of it is a major source of dissatisfaction. This study shows the need to 
improve the attributes of front line employees in the public sector, particularly the organization being 
studied with regards to the aspects of “competence”, “credibility”, “communication”, and 
“understanding/knowing the customer” as these attributes seems to be the main sources of dissatisfaction. 
At the same time, in order to provide quality service to the customers of the public sector.  
 
LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
Like any study, the findings obtained in this study present some shortcomings. These limitations need to be 
recognized when interpreting the findings of this study while recognizing the opportunities they present for 
further research. The present study is limited to a branch of a government department. The sample for this 
study was small. Thus, the findings of the present study may not reflect the overall situations in the public 
sector. However, the findings of the present study would still give important information pertaining to the 
quality of service in the public sector, particularly the government department under study. Future study 
should employ a larger sample size.  
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